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Ibn Barrajan: His Life and Work 



i Al-Andalus in the Time of Ibn Barrajan 

The author of the present Arabic text edition of Idah al-hikma bi-ahkdm 
al-'Lbra is Abu 1 -Hakam ‘Abd al-Salam b. ‘Abd al-Rahman b. Abi 1 -Rijal 
Muhammad b. ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Lakhml al-Ifriqi al-Ishbili (d. 536/1141). 1 
He was known to his contemporaries as Ibn Barrajan and is often referred to 
by this name in the Arabic historical and biographical literature. He is also 



1 GAL I, 434; GAL S I, 775-6. The earliest study on Ibn Barrajan is in German by I. Gold- 
ziher, “Ibn Barragan”, ZDMG 69 (1914), 544-546. See also A. Faure, “Ibn Barradjan”, EP 
3:732; the introductory study on Ibn Barrajan in Shark asma ’ Allah al-husna - Comen- 
tarlo sobre los nombres mas hellos de Dios, ed. P. de la Torre (Madrid: Consejo Superior 
de Investigaciones Cientificas: Agencia Espanola de Cooperation Internacional, 2000), 
33-36; A. Gharmlni, Al-Madaris al-Sufiyya al-Maghrlbiyya wa-l-Andalusiyya, Casablanca: 
Dar al-Rashad al-Haditha, 2000, 114-54; D. Gril, “La ‘Lecture Superieure’ du Coran selon 
Ibn Barragan”, Arabica 47 (2000), 510-22; idem, “L’interpretation par transposition sym- 
bolique ( I'tibar ) selon Ibn Barragan et Ibn ‘Arabi”, Symbolisme et hermeneutique dam la 
pensee delbn Arabi (Damascus: Presses de l’lfpo, 2007), 147-61; H. al-Qari, “Ibn Barrajan 
wa-juhuduhu fi 1-tafsir”, Majallat Jam'CatDimashq li-l-Vlum al-Iqtisadiyya wa-l-Qanuniyya 
23, 2007, 363-424; A. Gonzalez Costa, “Un ejemplo de la hermeneutica sufi del Coran 
en al-Andalus: el comentario coranico Idah al-Hikma de Ibn Barrayan (m. 536/1141) de 
Sevilla”, Historia del Sufismo en al-Andalus; Maestros Sufies de al-Andalus y el Maghreb, 
eds. A. Gonzalez Costa, and A. Gracia Lopez (Cordoba: Almuzara, 2009), 41-65, and “Ibn 
Barrayan, Abu 1-Hakam (Abuelo)”, in Biblioteca de al-Andalus V0I.2: De Ibn Adha a Ibn 
Busra, eds. J. L. Delgado, J. M. Puerta Vilchez (Almeria: Fundacion Ibn Tufayl de Estu- 
dios Arabes, 2009), 524-538; H. Fateh, Manhaj al-Imam Ibn Barrajan fi tafsirihi - Inter- 
pretation methodology of Ibn Barrajan, Ph.D. Diss, Jamfat al-Yarmuk (Kulliyyat al-Sharfa 
wa-l-Dirasat al-Islamiyya, Qism Usui al-Din), Jordan, 2009, n/p; H. Kiigiik, “Light upon 
light in Andalusian Sufism: Abu 1-Hakam Ibn Barrajan (d. 536/1141) and Muhyl 1-Din Ibn 
‘Arabi (d. 638/1240) as developer of his hermeneutics. Part I: Ibn Barrajan’s life and works”, 
ZDMG 163 (2013), 87-116; and “Part II: Ibn Barrajan’s views and legacy”, ZDMG 162 (2013), 
383-409; M. Melvin-Koushki, Ibn Barrajan, seer of God’s cycles: the seven ‘years’ of siirat 
al-rum 7 - 5 , 2008, n/p; J. Bellver, “‘Al-Ghazall of al-Andalus’: Ibn Barrajan, Mahdism, and 
the emergence of learned Sufism on the Iberian Peninsula”, ’/AOS 133 (2013), 659-81; idem, 
“Ibn Barragan and Ibn ‘Arabi on the prediction of the capture of Jerusalem in 583/1187 
by Saladin”, Arabica 61 (2014), 252-86; Y. Casewit, “The Forgotten Mystic: Ibn Barrajan 
(d. 536/1141) and the Andalusian Mu’tabirun", Ph.D. Diss., Yale University, 2014; idem, “A 
Reconsideration of the life and works of Ibn Barrajan,” forthcoming in al-Abhath ; idem, 
“The Arabic Bible in Muslim Spain: Biblical Proof-Texts for Qur’anic Teachings in the 
Works of Ibn Barrajan (d. 536/1141),” forthcoming in Journal of Qur’anic Studies. 
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IBN barrajan: his life and work 



cited by his agnomen ( kunya ) Abu 1 -Hakam, and listed under his proper 
name (Ism) Abd al-Salam. Born most likely in North Africa (Ifrlqtyd), in the 
area known today as Tunisia and northeastern Algeria, he spent his active 
life in the region of Andalusia ( ai-Andalus ) in the southern half of the Ibe- 
rian Peninsula, and died in the city of Marrakesh ( Marrakush ) in Morocco 
(al-Maghrib). He was probably born between 450/1058 and 455/1063, and 
died in 536/1141. Throughout most of his career he lived as a prominent Mus- 
lim scholar in Seville ( IshbUiya ) and its surroundings. 

The three names that describe the origins ( nlsba ) of Ibn Barrajan refer 
to his affiliation with the Arab tribe of the Banu Lakhm (al-Lakhmt), the 
region of his birth or ancestry in North Africa (al-Ifrlql), and the center of 
his scholarly activity in Seville ( al-Ishblll ). The Arab tribe of the Banu Lakhm, 
who together with the Banu Judham had their nomadic origins in Yemen, 
migrated in pre-Islamic times to settle at the northeastern fringes of the Ara- 
bian Peninsula bordering Syria. 2 The Banu Lakhm enjoyed an illustrious his- 
tory from before the rise of Islam and came into prominence as the Lakhmid 
dynasty that adopted Nestorian Christianity and made al-HIra their capital 
for three centuries from ca. 300-600 c.e. Forming a semi-independent buf- 
fer state, the Lakhmids protected the civilization of the Sassanid Empire 
of Iran against incursions of Arab nomads from the desert into the Fertile 
Crescent. The inhabitants of the Lakhmid principality and its tribesmen of 
the Banu Lakhm were eventually integrated into the Islamic Empire during 
the Muslim conquests and the subsequent Muslim rule over the area. There 
is hardly any information about the history of their conversion to Islam. 
The 6th/i2th - century historian Sam'anr, however, mentions a number of 
Lakhmid Muslim scholars whose families had settled in Kufa and became 
well-known teachers first in Baghdad during early Abbasid times, and then 
in Egypt and Syria. To the best of our knowledge, there is no precise record 
about the time and circumstances when members of the Banu Lakhm tribe 
migrated to Ifriqiya and later settled in Andalusia. 

The name of the Banu Lakhm reappeared in Islamic history during 
the period of the Reyes de Taifas (“Petty Kingdoms,” muluk al-tawa’if) in 
5th/rrth century Spain after the break-up of the Umayyad Caliphate. The 
Banu Abbad, a local dynasty of Arab tribesmen, established an indepen- 
dent regional principality over Seville and its adjacent territories beginning 
with the rule of Muhammad b. Abbad from 4r4/ror3 onward. They became 
known as the Abbadids, claiming socio-political prestige by virtue of their 
descent from the Banu Lakhm. The cohesive and centralized polity founded 



2 Sam'ani, Ansab (ed. al-Bariidi), 5:132-134. 
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by Ibn ‘Abbad enjoyed an agrarian economy that gradually surpassed the 
maritime economies of the coastal cities. Under the reign of Abu Amr 
Abbad b. Muhammad (r. 433/1042-460/1069), who took the honorific title of 
al-Mu'tadid bi-llah (“The Divinely Assisted One”), the Abbadids extended 
their rule over many of the adjacent villages and neighboring towns of Se- 
ville. They even came close to annexing all of southwest Andalusia, attract- 
ing scores of scholars and immigrants from both the northern regions of the 
Peninsula as well as North Africa, including our own author’s grandfather. 3 

The heir of al-Mu'tadid bi-llah, Muhammad b. Abbad (r. 461/1069- 
484/1091), took the honorific title al-Mu'tamid (“The Reliant Upon God”). He 
had to cope with the advance of the Spanish Reconquista that achieved a 
decisive victory with the capture of Toledo in 478/1085. To counter the Chris- 
tian attacks, al-Mu c tamid appealed to Yusuf b. Tashufin for Muslim assis- 
tance. The latter was the leader of the Almoravids ( al-Murabltun ), a Sanhaja 
Berber dynasty that had established rule over North Africa, founding their 
capital at Marrakesh in 454/1062. Yusuf b. Tashufin (r. 453/1061-500/1106) 
crossed the Straits of Gibraltar and achieved a decisive victory at Zallaqa in 
479/1086 over the Christian king, Alfonso VI of Leon and Castille. In follow- 
ing up this victory, the emir pushed aside almost all of the Reyes de Taifa and 
established Berber rule over most of Muslim Spain, finally taking Seville and 
dispossessing al-Mu'tamid of his kingdom in 484/1091. Almoravid rule over 
North Africa and Spain continued until 541/1147, when the dynasty of the 
Almohads ( al-Muwahhidun ), founded by Ibn Tumart (d. 524/1130), captured 
Marrakesh. Almohad forces crossed over into Spain under ‘Abd al-Mu’min 
(r. 524/1130-558/1163), who established Seville as their local capital. During 
Ibn Barrajan’s early years, the city of Seville experienced a period of politi- 
cal and cultural prosperity under the Abbadids. This was followed by many 
changes provoked by the influx of Berbers under Almoravid rule over the 
city that lasted for 55 years. The larger part of Ibn Barrajan’s active life and 
scholarly career at Seville, however, fell into the time of Almoravid rule; a 
period in which this city rose to become one of the main centers of Islamic 
culture in Spain. 



3 See Guichard & Soravia, Le Royaumes de Taifas, 72-78 for more on the expansion of the 
Abbadid principality in southern al-Andalus; and 196-207 for an analysis of the armies of 
Seville, its composition, expansionism, power, and use of non-Arab mercenaries. 



